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She pulls again, yanked out of her reverie not by the pain, but by the feeling of her 
braids coming undone. 

“Oh no.” Toko grimaces as the ribbon comes loose in her fingers. A wave of relief 
washes over her scalp as the pressure eases, almost mocking her. 

Long braids like hers are already a big enough target, but loose hair is even worse. It’s 
like she’s begging everyone to step on her hair or tie it in knots or stick their gum in it. 

Toko grabs for the loose ends, hoping to cut her losses and tie it back together as is. 
She’s never been good at braiding her own hair. Usually she just tries to keep the braids she 
has, using spray-on shampoo when her hair gets greasy and not much else. She knows her 
classmates think it’s gross—she can see the wide berth they give her in the hallways—but it’s 
not like she cares what they think. 

“Hey, do you need some help?” 

Toko nearly jumps out of her skin when she looks up and sees the pink-haired mechanic 
standing in front of her. 

“Wh-what are you doing over here?” Toko tries to make her voice demanding and 
tough, but she can’t stop the quaver in her voice. After all, she’s a writer, not an actor. 

The pink-haired boy blinks, as expected. No one anticipates her callousness because of 
how quiet she normally is. Looking at him up close, Toko thinks she has a name to put to the 
face. Kazuichi, she thinks it was? “You just looked like you needed help trying to braid your hair, 
is all.” 

Toko’s mind immediately swarms with possibilities. What’s his angle? Is he going to try 
braiding a snake into her hair, or is he just going to go for a classic and snip off five inches 
instead? 

“What? Why?” 

Kazuichi grins at her, either not noticing or not caring about the frantic pitch of her 
voice. “| used to braid my sisters” hair all the time. Plus, it'll give me something to fidget with.” 
He trails off, casting a sheepish grin back toward his robot. “Something that isn’t Mini-maru.” 

“I can't believe Nekomaru actually liked that thing,” the red-eyed girl murmurs, sparing 
them a sideways glance. She’s trying to appear uninterested, but Toko can feel how closely 
she’s being watched. 

“C’mon, Peko! You say that like it isn’t one of the coolest things I’ve ever made.” 

And much to Toko’s surprise, Peko cracks a smile. Toko’s barely interacted with her, but 
even she knows a smile from Peko is exceedingly rare. “| respectfully disagree,” she says, idly 
turning the page. 

“A-are you two really just gonna sit here a-and interrupt my writing?” Toko bites out. 
They aren’t, because she isn’t writing, but she’d rather do anything than stay stuck between 
two people that actually get along. Like she needs them rubbing their friendship in her face. 

Kazuichi furrows his brow, the grin sliding right off his face. He’s nice, but apparently not 
nice enough to tolerate her bad attitude. “Hey, do you want the help or not?” 

The worst part is that she does. She won't be able to focus if she can’t get this fixed. It'll 
be like a hangnail she can’t pull off or an itch she can’t scratch. So even if this guy is a major 
creep, she doesn’t have many other options. 

“J-just make it quick.” She scowls over her shoulder, unable to look him in the eyes. 
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Toko doesn’t like people touching her hair. 

Granted, she doesn’t like people touching her at all, but hair especially is a no-go. 

Hair is easier to destroy without her noticing. Easier to clip off in messy chunks and dip 
in soft drinks. Easier to stick slugs and worms in and slather in mud. And that’s not even 
counting the number of times boys have yanked her braids. Her tender headedness didn’t do 
her any favors in her middle school years. 

That being said, she absolutely cannot stop tugging at her own hair. 

It’s a nervous tic she never grew out of, something that pulls her out of her thoughts 
and reminds her she has a body. And right now, she’s very prone to getting stuck in her own 
head. 

Ultimate exams are tomorrow, a deadline that has gone from filling her with a cold 
dread to a burning, unfettered panic. 

Toko’s going to be presenting the draft of her newest venture, an epistolary romance 
novel she can safely say she hates with her whole heart. 

Every time she reads it, it only gets worse, and she reads it all the way through at least 
once a day. Her words slide off the pages, fumble through paragraphs, and no matter what she 
tries, no matter what parts she writes and rewrites and re-rewrites until it’s unrecognizable, 
nothing about it can hold her interest. In the past month, the scope of her world has shrunk 
down to a single Word document, and she has nothing substantial to show for it. 

And with the impending deadline, she intends to pull an all-nighter. 

There aren’t many people in the library. Most people prefer to work from their dorms 
anyway, and those that don’t went to bed hours ago like sensible people. 

The only people left are a pair of third-years, the pink-haired loud weirdo and the red- 
eyed quiet weirdo, though neither of them look particularly concerned with their projects. 

The pink-haired one is tinkering away at some robot, which makes sense because he’s 
the Ultimate Mechanic or something, but the other one is just reading. 

They’ve never talked with her, which is no surprise. She knows them as well as she 
knows anyone else at school, which is a sentiment that becomes more pathetic the more she 
thinks about it. The most she can expect from them is quiet tolerance. 

Mopping her hands over her face, Toko pushes away the looming exhaustion and turns 
back to the first page of her Word doc. There are still six hours until sunrise, so if she 
speedreads, she can give the entire draft one last read-through. Granted, that’s going on the 
logic that she won’t immediately pick apart everything about the first paragraph and frantically 
rewrite from there, as she’s been doing for the last three days, but she can hope. 

Before Toko realizes what she’s doing, she laces her fingers through the slots in her 
braids and tugs. The pain is sharp but centering, though not enough to dispel the increasingly 
ridiculous scenarios she’s envisioning. 

The judges are going to laugh her out of the room. Worse, they have to see her stuff the 
night before. They’re going to share it with their friends and put it on the internet and by the 


“Nothing good,” Toko scoffs. “It's about 3-3 couple that disappeared, a-and their family 
is trying to piece together why through the letters they sent each other.” 

“Oh, that sounds pretty cool!” She can’t tell if Kazuichi means what he’s saying, but she 
doubts it. He doesn't look like too big of a reader. “Why did they run away?” 

“l-I haven't decided. At first it was because they jumped off a cliff together, be-because 
their families hate each other, but that's too derivative of Romeo and Juliet. Right now it's 
because they ran away together, but it makes the ending totally weak.” 

“Dang. | don’t know how you make decisions like that,” Kazuichi says. He’s worked his 
way down through a quarter of her hair, and now that he’s not so close, he’s steadily increasing 
speed. She can barely feel what he’s doing, aside from a few tugs as his fingers weave deftly 
through her braids. “I wouldn't even know how to end the story one way, let alone two.” 

“l-it’s not a big deal. Both are bad anyway.” People usually don't like talking with her 
about writing for long, because she always takes the chance to self-deprecate. If anything, it 
deters people trying to get favors from her. 

“I don't think they can be that bad,” Kazuichi assures her. With one little tug, he lets her 
braid fall free. It's a lot looser than they're usually tied, but not in a bad way. Honestly, it's kind 
of a relief on her scalp. “Just a heads up, I’m gonna start with the other side now.” 

“O-okay.” And because she’s not completely callous, especially when someone’s going 
out of their way to be genuinely nice, she stutters out a hasty, “th-thank you.” 

She feels a pull on the left side of her head, but no contact with her skin. 

“m actually feeling kinda frustrated with my project as well,” Kazuichi admits after a 
beat of silence. Good thing he has no reservations of filling the empty air, because Toko has no 
plans to. “It's a motorcycle, and if I’ve done everything right, it should be able to run at over 
600 miles per hour.” 

“Th-that can't be street legal.” 

“Nah. But Hope’s Peak rented out a whole strip of land to test it on. "Course, | had to 
make sure | could start it remotely so nobody got hurt driving it.” He chuckles, but it sounds 
rather hollow. “I get it, though. If | didn't force myself to stop, I'd probably be fussing over it all 
night. But sometimes you just gotta get yourself away before you do more harm than good.” 

Toko tamps down the spark of annoyance at having her writing compared to his 
tinkering. After all, what good could a bike like that have for anyone? Even Owada wouldn't 
want to ride something that crazy dangerous. “Th-that would be a lot more useful i-if | didn't 
have to have a draft ready by tomorrow.” 

“Well, it's a first draft, isn't it?” Kazuichi asks. “That just means you have to come back 
to it in a few months.” 

“I believe one of the judges is a writer himself,” Peko muses. She's migrated from her 
table to Toko’s, all without Toko noticing. How does she move that quietly? “I’m sure if you 
explain, he’ll be especially understanding.” 

They're right. Both of them are, but Toko would rather die than admit it. But since 
they're clearly not going to let up, she opts to change the subject instead. “Like, y-you're not 
doing last minute studying over there,” she accuses Peko. 

“| assure you I’m not,” Peko says, flashing the cover to reveal she’s reading a romance 
novel. Not one Toko’s written —thank God, because she hates suck ups—but one just as vapid 
and low-conflict. Definitely not a manual of swordsman techniques or whatever it is she’s 


He'll regret his offer soon enough. When he realizes how gross she is. When he realizes 
that smell is coming from her. They always do. 

“Sure thing!” Kazuichi moves behind her, plucking the now-useless ribbon from the 
table. Toko stays seated where she is, and Kazuichi pulls up one of the smaller plush loveseats 
to sit behind her. 

Toko can't help flinching when he touches her hair, combing his fingers through the oily, 
half-braided strands. He isn't acting like he has ill intent, but they never do at first. Still, it feels 
nice, and she's never had someone touch her hair like this before. Her moms are usually cold, 
clinical. Fully aware how long braiding Toko’s hair could take if they don't work as quickly as 
possible. 

“So you want French braids again?” Kazuichi asks. “| could do a Dutch braid if you 
wanted them to flow differently. It might pop off your head more, if that’s what you go for. Or 
maybe a Fishtail braid? My sisters always loved those. Or | could find one of those tutorial 
videos on YouTube if you wanted to get really fancy!” 

Toko knows the names of the braids, but not much else. She’d researched them once 
when trying to describe a character in her historical fiction novel, but she still can't tell the 
difference between them. A braid is just a braid. Why did people have to make that so 
complicated? 

“Just do them like how they were,” Toko says. 

“Sure thing! We’ll be adventurous next time.” 

Next time. As if there's going to be a next time. 

Toko sits tense, waiting for the moment the ruse is dropped, the moment he can't stop 
laughing or the moment where he’s too disgusted to keep going. But no, once her hair is 
combed free, he neatly sections it into two equal halves. He ties off one section, just to keep it 
out of the way, and in the process, brushes his fingers against her neck. 

Toko can't help the gasp she makes, every part of her body rigid. It’s a miracle she didn't 
burst out of her seat. But she does spin in Kazuichi’s direction, looking frantically for some sign 
of scissors or a soft drink. 

They meet eyes, only for her to find Kazuichi looking genuinely stunned at her reaction. 
Confused, yes, but also concerned? Maybe a little scared? She can't be sure; she isn't as good at 
reading people as the characters she writes. 

Toko's aware she must look like a wild animal, hackles raised, eyes wild, but she can't 
help it. She's not used to people touching her unless they're trying to hurt her. 

“Hey, it's alright...” Kazuichi trails off. “I’ll try to give you a warning next time, okay? No 
sudden moves.” 

If Toko didn't know any better, she’d think he was trying to be nice. 

“S-sure.” She's trying to sound flippant, but it comes out more like a plea. He's already 
this close, so he might as well finish what he’s started. There's no way she could focus with how 
her hair is now. 

He makes no comment on the state of her hair, limp with grease and oily to the touch, 
and carefully avoids contact with her skin. 

“So...” Kazuichi begins. His hands move slowly, carefully weaving her hair at the base of 
her skull. “What's your book about?” 


planning to spend the night here if you’d like to join us. It’s easier to keep yourself from 
overworking when you have people to hold you accountable.” 

“Y-you’re not going back to your rooms?” Toko asks. 

“Are you kidding?” Kazuichi says. He peels off his beanie, letting Peko comb her fingers 
through the small braid on the side of his head. “My project’s in there, and | know that if | get 
the chance, I’m gonna be working on it all night.” 

“And | left my practice sword back in my dorm for a reason.” 

“We've been doing this since we were first-years,” Kazuichi explains. “No one else in our 
class joins us, but there's always room for one more.” 

“Just a small braid?” Peko asks. At Kazuichi’s nod, she gets to work. Her fingers are even 
nimbler than Kazuichi’s, putting together a braid for him in no time at all. “I highly recommend 
it.” A bit of mirth slips into her voice. “If only to keep the conversation from getting stale.” 

“Yeah...” Toko spares a glance at the romance novel Peko left abandoned on the table. It 
bears that special brand of wear you only see from books read dozens of times over, the 
corners of the pages curled and the spine thoroughly cracked. “I-I guess | could give you some 
recommendations, if you wanted...” 

This time when Peko grins, it lights up her entire face, makes Toko feel somewhat at 
ease for the first time in years. It's the kind of smile Toko could write paragraphs about, the 
kind of smile she’d give to a best friend character with a kind heart. “I'd like that.” 

“Hell yeah!” Kazuichi hops off the table and heads over to the couch by the fireplace, 
where he immediately flops down. 

“Kazuichi has dibs on the couch,” Peko explains. “But if you give him enough of a hard 
time, I’m sure he’d let you have it.” 

“1-1'm good.” Even in the safety of her own bed, Toko prefers to curl up impossibly small. 
So no, the couch is a no-go for her. 

“God, this is great, huh?” Kazuichi stretches out on the couch. He reaches underneath, 
producing a large blanket artfully tucked out of sight. “Just sleeping in the library like a bunch of 
weirdoes.” 

Toko hesitates. They clearly intend to sleep in the semicircle of furniture around the 
fireplace—and more harrowing, they intend for her to join them. 

She doesn't like being out in the open like this. Under normal circumstances, she’d 
never be able to fall asleep where anyone could walk in and mess with her. 

But when Peko stands, waiting for her to follow, she doesn't have much of a choice but 
to go along. It's shocking to think, but she wants to join them. 

“l'm a very light sleeper,” Peko tells her. “The second anyone comes into the library, l'Il 
wake you up.” 

That's... better, but it's still a leap of faith. Toko still has to put her trust into someone 
else. But she hasn't slept in days and that's clouding her judgment, so maybe that's why she 
trusts Peko to be good on her word. 

Trust is nice, she finds. 

Maybe it's something she could get used to. 


usually reading. Toko’s never had the interest or courage to ask. “It wouldn't do to show up to 
my own exams exhausted and hating my profession, would it?” 

“| guess that’s true...” 

“Overtraining is very much a possibility,” Peko says evenly. “I believe it’s a lot like 
writing in some ways. If you overwork yourself to such a degree, you’ll only end up getting 
sloppy.” 

Kazuichi nods along. “Yeah, and no matter how good your stuff is, you're gonna hate it if 
you're looking at it for a week straight. That's why | ended up ditching that drone from last 
semester.” 

Toko remembers Snack Drone, and she’d be lying if she said she didn't miss it. It used to 
just fly around the quad, stopping every fifty yards so people could take from the assortment of 
juice boxes and granola bars. On a bad enough day, that thing could have a whole flock of 
students trailing after it. 

“I think you're good to go,” Kazuichi says after a pause. Her second braid falls free. 
“Thanks for giving me something to fidget with!” 

“Yeah. Th-thanks for helping.” She's said thanks more times in the past thirty minutes 
than she has in the last month, and the way Kazuichi beams at her, goofy shark teeth on full 
display, almost makes it worth it. No one ever smiles at her, goofily or otherwise. 

“Kazuichi, would you mind doing my hair next?” Peko asks. “I did mine a little too tight 
this morning.” 

“Sure thing! But | want my hair braided next. No fair that you girls get all the fun.” 

Peko chuckles, looking at Toko like they're sharing a joke. The moment is there and gone 
in an instant, so Toko doesn't even have time to shake off her deer-in-the-headlights expression 
before Peko turns back to Kazuichi. “I suppose it’s only fair, isn’t it?” 

Since Peko’s hair is much shorter, Kazuichi has her turn around while he sits on the 
table. Toko has the urge to tell him to get down, but there’s no one here to justify her outrage. 

His fingers move with practiced ease, weaving her hair like he’s been doing it for years. 
And he looks so happy while he’s doing it. Did he look that happy when he was messing with 
her hair? Or is he relieved to finally be working on someone who bathes? 

Toko’s staring, she realizes a second too late, and averts her eyes. Naturally, her gaze 
goes back to her laptop. They’ve all lapsed into a comfortable silence, so she might as well get 
back to work, shouldn't she? 

Glancing over the page she’d left off on, she can pinpoint three sentences she utterly 
despises. At least she has a good starting point... 

Toko squeaks as her laptop is pushed shut. 

“I think you've had enough for one day,” Peko says gently. Her lips are upturned in an 
easygoing smile, one that just barely reaches her eyes. “Try to relax.” 

Toko bites back the comment that she hasn't felt relaxed since kindergarten, because 
she is not about to unload her baggage onto two people she barely knows. Kazuichi especially 
has a way of talking that prompts her to respond more than she’d like, and if she gave them 
that much ammo to work with, she’d never live it down. 

“You know...” Peko trails off. She clambers out of her chair to switch places with 
Kazuichi. Her hair is pulled back into a simple loose braid at the nape of her neck. “We were 


so | cannot even ‘sleep’ in that regard.” Keebo bit his lip. “I... | do not have any way | could 
imitate sleep.” 

Ryoma raised a brow. “So are you gonna just sit there all night?” 

“Yes! But do not trouble yourself on my account. Listening to you breathe and watching 
your sleeping faces will be entertainment enough.” 

Kokichi muttered, “And I thought Kiyo was creepy.” Kiyo glared. 

“Well, uh...” In the futon across from him, Rantaro rose up to his elbows. “It’s a bit hard to 
sleep with someone watching you, y’know?” 

“Ah, I'm sorry! | didn’t realize. l'Il add such information to my databanks. Should | close 
my eyes? Or turn around?” 

“N-no, there’s no need...” 

“Oh, | know!” Keebo rose, walked to the corner of the room, and sat down. Knees drawn 
to his chest, he sat facing the wall like a child in timeout. “There.” Hmm. Such discriminatory 
action feels robophobic, but | suppose this was my suggestion. Very well. | shall stare at the 
wall. 

It was a darker cream than Keebo had initially thought. More of a honey color. A few dust 
bunnies lay in the corner. 

Ryoma’s deep voice called, “Keebo, that's enough.” 

Shuichi rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, maybe we can stay up a bit later?” 

Gasping, Keebo whipped around. “That would be ideal! | really appreciate your 
generosity. Now we can engage in bonding activities!” 

“Woo!” Kaito pumped a fist. “Oh, this'll be fun! If we're staying up, | gotta guzzle down 
the caffeine. Shuichi, let’s get the sodas out of the closet.” 

Kiyo exhaled. “If only the faculty would let me lodge with the girls...” 

Yawning, the ultimates rose from their futons. Kiyo lit and placed candles around the 
room; if teachers saw that the students had the lights on at this hour, the boys would be 
reprimanded. Shuichi slid open the closet. Backpacks and suitcases lay in a haphazard pile. In 
the candlelight, Shuichi and Kaito rummaged through the bookbags, pulling out snacks and 
drinks. 

Kaito squinted in the dark. “It’s still pretty hard to see. | can’t tell one soda flavor from the 
other. Can someone get me a candle?” 

“Ah, hold on one moment!” Keebo lit up his internal machinery. Soft, green light glowed 
from Keebo’s chassis. “How about this? My flashlight eyes were too blinding, so | had Miu add 
this feature. Neat, no?” 

Kokichi gasped. “Wooow! A living, breathing glowstick! Except, oh wait, you’re not alive 
or breathing.” 

“Kgh! lIl have you know that | just recorded your robophobic remarks with my audio 
recording feature. | will be submitting it to my lawyer and—” 

“Ignore him, Keebo,” Shuichi called as he dug through the closet. The detective held up a 
grocery bag of potato chips. “Whoa, Rantaro! How many did you buy? Did you clear out the 
whole gift shop of them?” Rantaro shrugged. “Well, who wants BBQ?” A few people raised their 
hands. Shuichi tossed the bags to them. “Anyone want the hot chili flavor? | like the butter 
flavor the best but hot chili’s good too.” 

Kokichi waved a hand. “Gimme, gimme!” 


The Sleepless Tin Man 


by Animercom 


Grunting, Keebo rolled out a futon across the hotel room floor. He tugged on the corners. 
Smoothed out the wrinkles. Keebo set his hands on his hips. There! He gazed across the room. 
Eight futons laid across tan tatami mats. A sliding door served as the entrance. Along the side 
wall was a closet and an alcove outfitted with a calligraphy scroll and a vase of flowers. Keebo 
smiled. Everything’s set up for their peaceful slumber here on our field trip here in Kyoto. 
Tomorrow will be a big day of touring the city! 

His classmates’ voices drifted from the hall. Shuichi slid open the shoji door. He and the 
others behind him had just changed into their sleepwear. “Those hot springs were really 
refreshing, huh?” 

Rantaro stretched his arms overhead. “I can travel anywhere in the world, but nothing’s 
better than the steamy, hot waters of a traditional Japanese onsen.” 

Keebo bit his lip. Although waterproof, Keebo didn’t want to attract undue attention as a 
robot in a public bath so he stayed behind, reading a tourist brochure. 

Kokichi, who wore crown patterned pjs, pinched his nose. “Kaito didn’t brush his teeth. 
Watch out for his bad breath!” 

“Why you...!” Scowling, Kaito swiped at Kokichi’s head, but the leader ducked. 

Kiyo folded his arms inside the sleeves of his monogrammed brown robes. “Enough of 
your foolish prattling. From starting a water fight to squirting toothpaste on us in the bathroom, 
we’ve had enough of your antics.” 

Ryoma pulled down his pointed nightcap. “Agreed. No funny business while we sleep, 
Kokichi.” 

Keebo blinked. “Oh? What happened?” 

“Okay, fine, I'll be good. Geez!” Kokichi threw himself at the farthest futon. Pulled the 
covers over himself. “But I’m not sleeping next to Kaito. He always farts in his sleep.” 

“I do not!” cried Kaito. 

Shuichi sheepishly laughed. “Actually, you do.” 

Kokichi waved a hand in a “shooing” motion. “Go sleep next to Kee-boy. He can’t smell.” 

“As a matter of fact, | can detect aromas. I’m no average robot. My fingers—” 

Kaito huffed. Grumbling, “They don’t smell that bad,” Kaito claimed the futon next to 
Keebo. 

Gonta settled down on a futon near the back. The gentle giant had forgotten to pack 
plainclothes, so he still wore his uniform. Gonta gingerly set down a cage of butterflies by his 
pillow. “It very late and busy day tomorrow. Gonta’s bugs sleep. Gonta sleep now too.” 

Rantaro turned off the lights. Everyone settled into their futons. Choruses of “good 
night’s” rang out. Kokichi snored loudly until Ryoma groused, “Knock it off.” 

Sighing, Keebo sat on his futon with his legs beneath him in the seiza position. Along the 
back wall, tree branches cast shadows against the lattice shoji doors. Outside crickets chirped. 
Keebo listened to everyone’s breathing. Heard them shifting. Someone coughed. 

Gonta rolled over. “Keebo, what wrong? It sleepover! Why you no sleep with everyone?” 

Frowning, Keebo gazed down at his hand. “I... | wish | could. But given | am a robot... | 
cannot. Even my charger which | use to revitalize my power cells once a week is at Hope’s Peak, 


The ultimates huddled together in the dark hotel room. Candlelight cast long shadows 
over the walls. The calligraphy scroll hanging in the alcove tapped against the wall like a 
metronome. Outside, tree branches stretched their long fingers and knocked against the shoji 
doors. 

Kiyo held a flashlight pointed at himself. The low lilt of his voice filled the room. “And 
when the village chief awoke the next morning and checked the well, all he saw were fingernail 
grooves in the earth.” 

Whimpering, Kaito seized Shuichi in a tight hug. Even Kokichi looked pale. 

Gonta clapped his hands. “Oh yay, snakes got meal!” 

“They did indeed. Now, is there anyone bold enough to attempt a follow-up tale?” 

Keebo shuddered. / will be deleting that story from my memory banks after this. “Oh, 
who's next?” Keebo raised a hand. “The logical course of action would be to take turns 
following our seating order. As such, | would be second! | know of an especially scary story. It 
haunts my nightmares. Oooh,” wailed Keebo like a cartoon ghost. 

Rantaro scratched his head. “But you don't get nightmares.” 

“Gh—! How rude! I am trying to set the mood. A-hem.” Sighing, the ultimates settled into 
their futons and began snacking as they listened to Keebo. “On a dark and stormy night two 
years ago, | found myself alone at Professor Idabashi's laboratory. All the other scientists had 
left for home hours ago. The lab was abandoned. | wandered the halls, calling out for the 
Professor, hoping he could perform some maintenance on my elbow. During an earlier test run, 
| had accidently overstrained it and the joint hadn't been moving sufficiently ever since. But no 
one answered my pleas. 

“| entered one of the monitoring rooms. Here, scientists oversee my and other robotic 
creations’ engineering and performance levels. PCs rested on rows of long tables, their screens 
turned off. Robotic humanoids hung in glass tubes against the wall, wires sparking. A wall of 
large monitors covered the front wall. Not a soul in sight. | gazed at my own reflection staring 
back at me on the wall monitor. As | looked upon myself, | remember feeling as though my very 
existence was tiny. Like a speck of dust. 

“Not finding the professor, | turned around. A bright light flashed! | whirled around but 
saw nothing out of the ordinary. Then | looked up. And there, on the monitor computer screen, 
| saw it. Long strings of green numbers. The vilest and most fearsome of creatures!” Keebo 
leaned in, the candlelight flickering across his face. He spoke in a hushed whisper. “Yes! It was... 
a virus. A computer bug!” 

Everyone stared at him, expression deadpan. Ryoma blinked. Crickets chirped. 

Gonta cried, “Bugs not scary!” 

Kokichi scoffed. “Ya got that right, big guy. Here, lemme tell a real story!” Kokichi yoinked 
the flashlight out of Kiyo’s hands and held it under his chin, casting strange shadows over his 
face. Kokichi’s grin unnaturally stretched across his face; his eyes became like bottomless pits. 

Kaito yelped. “Ahh! Nightmare fuel!” 

Shuichi pointed at Kokichi. “Quick, Keebo, stop him before he gives Kaito nightmares! 
Knock the flashlight out of his hands!” 

“H-huh?” said Keebo. 


The detective threw him a bag. Kokichi set the bag behind Gonta. The entomologist sat 
back, crushing the chips. “Uwah!” Kokichi snickered. 

As Ryoma scolded Kokichi about wasting food, Keebo took in the scene before him. 
Snacking and chatting, all the boys sat or were lying in a circle. Shuichi, in his glossy silk pjs, 
popped chips in his mouth as he listened to Kaito. Rantaro looked serene in his billowing flannel 
sleepwear, his thumbs flying across his phone as he texted someone. 

Keebo bit his lip. If only | could wear such fashionable clothes. That would be a nice 
experience— 

“Ah, Keebo.” Kiyo pointed to a saran-wrapped slice of astro cake Rantaro had bought. “Do 
you mind passing me one of those?” 

“Huh? Oh, of course...” 

Kiyo ate a forkful. “My, how delectable.” 

“I-I’m sure it is... At least | imagine. | wouldn't know.” 

“Normally, | would not consume any sort of foodstuff at so late an hour. Such is harmful 
to one’s health and beauty. But if the others insist on staying awake...” 

Kaito chugged some soda. Belched. 

Kokichi tsked. “That's attractive.” 

“What? | am too attractive!” Scoffing, Kaito stood up and thrust out a hip, showing off his 
tight-fitting rocket pjs. “Everyone adores this handsome hero!” 

Kokichi rolled his eyes. The leader was lying across his futon on his stomach, head 
propped up with his hands. “Puh-lease. You're built and act like a dumb jock and no one wants 
those. را‎ on the other hand, am the cutest here!” 

“Pfft! You're a Mussolini gremlin troll. There's nothing cute about that!” 

“O-ho? You wanna bet?” 

“Now, now.” Chuckling, Rantaro raised his hands. “Everyone here has appeal in their own 
unique way. I’m often described as fitting the ‘pretty boy’ archetype. Gonta is very muscular.” 

“Gonta strong gentleman to protect everyone!” 

“Kiyo has that mysterious vibe going.” 

“Kehehehe. That is an accurate assessment. | remember well how on one occasion, all the 
women in a village approached me with a rope and—” 

“Behold!” Chest puffed up, Keebo set his hands on his hips. “I think | have a decent 
chance at being the most attractive here. Only natural, given all of my high specs—l mean, 
pecs.” 

Everyone stopped talking. Stared. Shuichi coughed. “S-so what are we going to do?” 

Keebo wished his eyes could well up with tears. Am I ugly?! 

Kokichi hugged his pillow to his chest. “Tell scary stories!” Kaito shrieked. 

Grinning, Rantaro leaned back on his hands. “Sounds good. Who wants to go first?” 

“Ah, an activity actually worth partaking in. Very well.” Chuckling, Kiyo pressed a hand 
over his mouth. “I shall divulge the legend of the Wailing Woman of the Anaconda Well.” 

Shuichi’s eyes widened. Kaito gripped Shuichi’s upper arm. Shaking his head, Ryoma 
pulled out a candy cigarette. “We're in for it now.” 

Keebo clasped his hands. Kiyo is a great anthropologist who has traveled far and wide. 
This should be a fun story, right? 

Kiyo began with, “Three-hundred years ago in a small village...” 


Keebo suppressed a smirk. Kaito wearing that is indeed an amusing sight. | wonder what I 
would look like if I wore it, but... Keebo looked down at himself. At his robotic chassis. 

“Rgh!” Scowling, Keebo crossed his arms. This sleepover is not enjoyable at all! | cannot 
simulate sleep, I do not possess a nice-looking human body, nor am I capable of telling good 
scary stories. Worst of all, | have violated the First Law of Robotics by injuring Kokichi, however 
slight. Keebo’s hands dropped in his lap. He hung his head. /t would have been better if 
everyone had fallen asleep, and | stared at the wall. 

Kokichi raised a hand to rub Kaito’s head. “Aww, whatsa matter, Kaito? With your maid 
headdress you look so cuuute—” Kaito seized Kokichi’s fingers. Squealing, Kokichi withdrew his 
hand. “Anyways! It's my turn now! Whoever the bottle lands on has to pick their nose and wipe 
their boogers on the person next to them.” Noises of disgust rang out. 

Kokichi spun the bottle. It pointed to Keebo. 

Silence. Everyone exchanged glances. Shuichi offered, “Uh, we can spin it again —” 

Jaw set, Keebo rose to his feet. “I excuse myself from the game! | cannot have fun playing 
as you can.” Turning away, Keebo raised a hand. “This night has made it abundantly clear | will 
never be like a human so | shouldn't even try.” 

“Good. You shouldn’t.” 

Keebo started. Kokichi’s pale lavender eyes bore into him. “Kee-boy can't be a real boy. 
But why would you want to? There's seven billion people infesting the world like cockroaches. 
Being a robot is way more interesting!” 

Gonta balled his fists. “Cockroaches good!” 

Shuichi scratched his head. “Although crude, Kokichi has a point.” 

Kiyo fingered the monogrammed initials of his robe's chest pocket. “Indeed. Humanity is 
beautiful, but that does not imply your struggle is of zero interest.” 

Kaito took off the maid headband and fixed his hair. Grinning, he gave a thumbs-up. 
“Don't lose heart, Keebo! Even crying kids adore this astronaut; they'll love a robot like you, 
too!” 

Shuichi nodded. “The glowing light Miu upgraded you with helps us see in the dark. 
Humans can forget important memories like sleepovers with friends, but you're able to record 
what you hear and print out pictures of whatever you see. You have cool, useful abilities that 
only you as a robot can do.” 

Keebo's jaw quivered. “So it’s okay if | can't sleep, blech, or pick my nose?” 

Gonta leapt up. “It okay! Keebo robot but Keebo gentleman. Gonta protect Keebo from 
mean people!” 

Candy cigarette between two fingers, Ryoma gestured to Keebo's body with a hand. 
“Aren't you proud of what the Professor made?” 

“B-but of course!” 

Rantaro rested an arm on his raised knee. Raised a brow at Keebo. “Can you really say you 
didn't have fun tonight?” 

Keebo sifted through his memories. Everyone's concern about Keebo staying up the 
whole night alone. Shuddering at Kiyo’s horror story. Trying not to laugh at Kaito wearing a 
maid headdress. Before him the futons he had so meticulously arranged were now lop-sided 
and wrinkled. Pillows and snacks lay everywhere like a pigsty. Someone had knocked over 
Kokichi’s panta. But all of his friends were smiling up at him. 


“Get him!” Kaito shouted. He and Shuichi tackled Kokichi to the ground. Laughing, they 
landed in a messy tangle of limbs. 

“Nee-heehee, the look on your faces! Ahahaha!” 

“Why do you gotta be that way, man?” 

“Give up the flashlight. Your villainy ends here!” Shuichi looked over his shoulder. “Keebo, 
help!” 

“R-right!” Keebo entered the fray. He pushed on Kokichi’s back to pin him in place. 

Crunch. 

“Uh, your evil misdeeds have gone too far this time, Kokichi—” 

“Ahhh! Get off, get off!” 

“What?” 

“| said get off, you hunk of junk! You're hurting me!” 

“Oh!” Keebo backed off, and Shuichi and Kaito rose as well. 

Gonta rose onto a knee, about to stand. “Kokichi, you okay?!” The leader nodded. 

Ryoma tsked. “This is what happens when you get too rowdy.” 

Wincing, Kokichi rubbed his back. “Geez, rust bucket. How much do you weigh? A ton?” 

Keebo froze. “M-my apologies! | didn't intend to harm you!” 

Kokichi waved a hand, sighing. “It's fine.” 

Head bowed, Keebo wrung his hands. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.” | just wanted to join in 
on the fun... 

Rantaro chided, “All right, time to settle down now.” Complying, the four students 
returned to their places on the futons. “Maybe we should do something else, for Kaito’s sake. 
Something fun to change up the pace.” 

Kiyo hummed deep in his throat. “| would be hard pressed to find a pursuit that would 
interest me. Perhaps | should read my novel on the disembowelment process of mummified 
cats in ancient Egypt.” 

Rantaro shrugged. “What about spin the bottle? We take turns spinning a bottle, and the 
spinner gets to force whoever the bottle points to to do anything he says.” 

Gonta nodded. “Party game fun!” 

Laughing sheepishly, Shuichi rubbed the back of his neck. “Hopefully, it won't get too out 
of hand.” 

“Let's do it!” Kaito chugged down a lemon soda bottle and set it on the tatami mats 
between them all. The room buzzed with chatter as the boys settled into a circle and dug into 
snacks. 

Keebo glanced at Kokichi. The leader winced when Gonta slapped his back. Looking away, 
Keebo sighed. Very well. Let us get this game over with. 


Everyone burst out laughing. Flushing, Kaito crossed his arms. “C'mon, guys. It's not that 
funny.” 

Smirking, Kiyo dipped his hat. “Wearing a maid’s lacy headdress suits you, Kaito. Perhaps 
you should incorporate more of Tsumugi’s cosplay into your wardrobe.” Snickers rippled 
through the ultimates. 

Ryoma shook his head. “You better hope no one takes a picture of you.” 

“No one better or so help me!” The boys laughed. 
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Keebo’s chest plate warmed. Beaming, Keebo pressed a hand over his heart. “You are 
correct; this has been a very enjoyable experience. Please forgive my outburst! And if | may be 
so selfish, | have a request for all of you: let us stay up a little longer playing games just as we 
have and make this an unforgettable memory!” 

Kaito laid his hand on the soda bottle. “That’s the spirit! Now, are we getting back to spin 
the bottle?” 

Shuichi proposed, “We could play card games, too.” 

“Cards, huh?” Smirking, Ryoma crossed his arms. “| know dozens of card games from my 
time behind—” 

“I only know Old Maid,” Keebo cut in. 

“| pass.” 

“Wh-what? But | thought we were friends and going to have fun together...” 

Kiyo held his chin. “Perhaps | can show you my tarot cards.” 

“No, let’s tell secrets!” chimed Kokichi. 

“Or video games?” said Rantaro. “I snuck my Switch in. We can play Mario Kart.” 

Kaito went, “Ooh, what about karaoke?” 

“Gonta happy with everything! Everything fun!” 

In the candlelight glow, the boys laughed and chatted as they pulled out games to play. 


The first rays of daylight seeped through the shoji doors. Birds tweeted. Groaning, the 
boys lay across the messy futons, limbs akimbo. Shuichi rubbed his aching eyes. Kaito, who had 
eaten three slices of astro cake, muttered, “I don't feel so good...” The boys, having drank too 
much caffeine, hadn’t slept a wink the entire night. 

Keebo smiled as he gazed upon his classmates. | am very fortunate to have so many 
friends who appreciate me for who I am. Even if | am not human like them. Chucking, Keebo 
rubbed the back of his neck. 

Felt a button. 

Keebo jolted upright. “That’s right, my emergency stop button! With it, | can go to sleep! 
Good night, everyone.” Keebo pressed it. 

All systems powering down... 


All systems turning online... 

Keebo blinked. “H-huh? Who turned me back on? Is there... something wrong...?” 

Everyone towered over Keebo, glaring down at him with bloodshot eyes. They fisted 
pillows in their hands. 

“N-no, wait! Please don’t!” 

They pummeled him with pillows. 

“Ahh! No, stop! I’m sorry | forgot! Th-this is discriminatory. Stop, stoooop!” 


As if Tsumugi had somehow gained some of Himiko’s magic, there was a quiet knock. 
She opened the door and curtsied. “It's so good to see you, m’lady.” 

“Likewise.” Celeste gave a small curtsy. She stepped through the door carefully, every 
step thought out and refined. Similar to Junko, a huffing-and-puffing baggage carrier followed 
her. 

“Jeez, Celeste, did you have to pack this much stuff?” Makoto struggled with two large, 
ornate bags. 

“Yes. Arefined lady such as myself needs all of her products,” Celeste responded, 
smiling. That smile slowly disappeared as she regaled who else was in the dining room. Her red 
eyes narrowed as they met Junko’s cerulean ones. Celeste was the one to finally break the 
staring contest, looking over at Makoto who had set her belongings down. “You may go, sir 
knight. Ill expect you here tomorrow as well.” 

“Yes, Madam Ludenberg,” Makoto groaned as walked out the door. 

“Makoto is working for you?” Mukuro questioned suspiciously. 

Celeste looked at her and gave a polite smile that betrayed her smugness. “Makoto is 
performing admirably in his role as my knight. At the rate at which he is going, he will ascend 
above C-rank by the end of this week.” 

Mukuro rolled her eyes. Celeste gave her a look of cold disdain. 

Tsumugi stepped between them, her hands up and with a frantic smile on her face. 
“Now, no hostility, guys! This is a sleepover!” 

“Yeah, you're totes right,” Junko said. “When are we gonna, like, start doing nails or 
braiding hair? | actually skipped the nail salon so we could do each other’s nails!” 

“Heh, I’m actually not great at doing nails,” Tsumugi said, thinking of the one time 
Rantaro had to take over for her. “I thought we would play a game instead!” 

Celeste’s face was stony, but Tsumugi detected a twitch in her smile. “Go on.” 

“There's this cool game called Dungeons and Dragons, where all the players play as 
fictional characters and try to succeed on quests and stuff,” Tsumugi explained, trying to make 
it sound the least nerdy it could be. 

“So how do you win?” Celeste asked. 

“You don't win, necessarily,” Chiaki replied, and Celeste scowled. “You can beat the boss 
and defeat the dungeon though, and you can get great items and rewards by the end if you do 
really well.” 

“So we are playing fictional characters? How does that work?” Mukuro asked. 

“Ah, well, we go through a few steps to figure out more about your character, then you 
roleplay them out,” Chiaki replied cheerfully. 

“It all sounds kinda dumb to me,” Junko said, crossing her arms. 

“I'm not sure, Junko. | think that pretending to be an entirely other person would be 
kind of fun,” Mukuro said, nudging her sister. 

“So, in theory, | could be a rich noble in this game, destined for power?” Celeste said, 
half to herself. “That sounds reasonable. lIl play.” 

Junko looked between them and shrugged. “I guess | have to play then.” 

Tsumugi felt so happy she could hug each one of them, but she refrained. Instead, she 
beckoned for all of them to follow her to the dinner table. “Pick any spot and help yourself to 
snacks and drinks!” 
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Tsumugi looked over the dinner table with pride. She had made popcorn, chocolate- 
covered pretzels, and even set out some non-alcoholic wine. She placed a rulebook at every 
place as well. It had taken a while to clear off the errant gaming systems, spare sewing needles, 
and the remains of various microwave meals, but eventually, she had been able to make their 
dorm room’s kitchen presentable. 

“It looks really great, Tsumugi,” Chiaki said as she walked into the room from her 
bedroom. With the expansion of Hope’s Peak into a three-year academy, the dorms had been 
renovated to accommodate multiple students in each room. Tsumugi had been thrilled when 
she had ended up getting paired with her upperclassman of two years, especially one that she’d 
kept up with so much with from afar. 

Tsumugi beamed. “Thanks, Chiaki. | hope the other three like it, especially since we 
didn’t exactly tell them.” 

“I'm sure they'll enjoy it. You're a very creative person and your adventure will be really 
good.” 

Tsumugi was about to say, “a Plain Jane like her couldn’t possibly be that creative”, but 
knocking on the door cut her off. Squealing, Tsumugi bounced over to the door, throwing it 
open. Junko wrapped her arms around Tsumugi. 

“Eeeeee! Tsumugi, how are you doing?” Hands on Tsumugi’s shoulders, Junko backed 
up and looked her up and down. “I’ve got to say, | do really dig the long skirt on you but, honey, 
we have got to get you something that shows off your hips! They’re amazing!” 

“Thanks, Junko!” Tsumugi hugged her back tightly, almost picking Junko up off her feet. 

A grunt of exertion from behind Junko made Tsumugi look past her. Junko’s black-haired 
twin Mukuro was sweating as she dragged two suitcases, a duffel bag, and at least four pillows. 

Chiaki pushed past the two to relieve some of Mukuro’s burden. Mukuro sighed in relief 
as Chiaki helped her into the dorm’s kitchen. “Way to help out, Junko,” Mukuro grumbled as 
she set the luggage down. 

Junko put her hand on her hip, her face looking faux-concerned. “What if | broke a nail 
or accidentally started the biggest, most awful, most tragic event in human history or 
something by doing menial work? No, thank you!” 

“Heh, yeah, an event like that certainly would be bad,” Tsumugi commented. 

Junko flashed her a winning smile. “Yeah, totes bad! So where are we sleeping tonight?” 

Tsumugi froze and exchanged a glance with Chiaki—somehow, in all the excitement, 
had neglected that little detail. The bedrooms were kind of small, and other than that, all they 
had was a tiny kitchen and dining room and common area combination with a dining table and 
a single, slightly used couch. “I uh—” 

“We've got a place! Just set your stuff on the couch and we'll figure it out later!” Chiaki 
said hurriedly. 

Junko tilted her head and looked between them before shrugging. “Suits me, | guess.” 

Tsumugi breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, we're waiting for one more person!” 

As if Tsumugi had somehow gained some of Himiko’s magic, there was a quiet knock. 
She opened the door and curtsied. “It's so good to see you, m’lady.” 


“You will fear my Spear of Gungnir!” Junko crowed, flipping her ponytails over her 
shoulders. 

“That would hit. Go ahead and roll to see how much damage you do,” Tsumugi said. 

13% 

Tsumugi crossed ‘Bandit 1’ off the list in her notebook. “Yep, that’s enough to spear 
him.” Junko pumped her fist and stuck her tongue out at both Celeste and Mukuro. 

Celeste thought for a moment. “Alright then. | look at the second bandit and since I’m 
closer to the tree line I'll go into the bush—” 

“That's not very refined of a noblewoman,” Junko responded. 

“| get an advantage on a roll to hit with shurikens, right?” With a nod from Tsumugi, 
Celeste rolled two d20s and checked for the higher one. “Does a 17 hit?” Tsumugi nodded 
proudly as Celeste smiled slightly and rolled her damage. “Seven damage, plus six from a sneak 
attack. That equals what?” She glanced at Junko. 

“13 as well, and another kill to add to the count. There are two of you left. Balthasar, 
what would you like to do?” Tsumugi said. 

Mukuro cleared her throat a bit before sitting up straight and puffing out her chest like 
her brave paladin would. “I want to strike with my longsword.” She rolled the dice. “16.” 

“That's a hit!” 

“A 14 for damage,” Mukuro said, showing a bit of a smug smile for the first time that 
Tsumugi had ever seen. She never won anything over her sister, and even one point of damage 
higher was something to celebrate. 

“Excellent! There”s only one bandit left then! Chiaki, what would you like to do?” 
Tsumugi asked. 

“| would like to cast Moonbeam!” The other girls looked intrigued at the first use of 
magic. “It automatically appears on the bandit, no roll required.” 

“Alright, so the last bandit's turn begins, and he has to roll a save to protect himself 
from taking full damage.” Tsumugi rolled. “He fails.” 

Chiaki pumped her fist and rolled two ten-sided dice. “That's 17 damage!” 

“And with that, you have defeated the bandits.” The girls all looked relieved. Tsumugi 
continued on, describing their trek: mostly more encounters with animals and highwaymen or 
short dialogues with other travelers. As they progressed, Tsumugi noticed how any time Junko 
or Celeste failed, the other one would immediately try to use the same skill and succeed. Chiaki 
would definitely pitch in, but Mukuro was noticeably quiet, despite looking like she wanted to 
say something. 

“As you reach the forbidden temple, you come to a door. This door, however, is blocked 
by a stone statue.” 

“| make an Arcana check to see if the statue is magical!” Junko interjected. She rolled 
her dice. “It’s a 19.” 

Tsumugi sighed. “It’s magical, and, upon approach, you hear a grinding noise. The statue 
raises its sword. It rumbles, ‘Who dares disturb me?”” 

“We do’,” Celeste says haughtily. “We come seeking a treasure within this temple.” 

“You do?’ the statue says. ‘Who is the worthiest to gain this treasure?” Tsumugi tried 
to shoot a look at Mukuro. 

“Well, obviously it’s moi,” Junko says. 


Chiaki and Celeste sat across from Junko and Mukuro. Tsumugi took her seat at the 
head of the table, where her notebook and pen were already sitting. “The first thing that you all 
need to do is assign scores to your abilities! These are six basic parts of your character: 
Strength, Constitution, Dexterity, Intelligence, Wisdom, and Charisma. You should also choose a 
race and class, since these will affect which abilities are important and add bonuses to some 
abilities. Class is what type of hero you are, such as Wizard or Fighter.” 

Tsumugi watched as the rest of the girls built their characters; Chiaki finishing rather 
quickly and aiding Mukuro, while Junko and Celeste shot looks at each other, as if they were 
already trying to one-up each other. 

Tsumugi clapped her hands as the players finished. “Let's go ahead and introduce our 
characters!” 

Mukuro cleared her throat lightly. “My name is Balthasar the Brave! I’m a human 
Paladin of conquest with a past as a folk hero, liberating villages from all manner of villains.” 

“Psh,” Junko snorted. She straightened up. “My name is Ryouko Dragonbane. I’m a 
famous artificer who builds steampunk helpers to... help society! That’s exactly what the 
Monokumas do!” 

“A-alright,” Chiaki replied. “My name is Akira Tano, and I’m a Moon Druid!” Chiaki raised 
her hands and put her fingers behind her head. “My wild shape takes a rabbit form.” 

“A rabbit?” Celeste questioned. 

Chiaki puffed out her cheeks. “They’re cute and helpful!” She yawned and looked back 
down at her sheet. 

Celeste shook her head before reading from her sheet. “Greetings. My name is Marie 
Mazarin, and | am a noblewoman who moonlights as a thief in her spare time.” 

Junko looked ready to say something, but Tsumugi cut in. “Those characters all sound 
wonderful. Now, our adventure starts in the city of Sackhaven. Inside a seedy tavern, a man sits 
at a table. Slowly, each of your characters takes a seat.” 

“So,” Mukuro said in a husky tone. “Does anybody know why we were called here?” 

“No idea, plebeian. Normally | only co-mingle with commoners at night.” Celeste 
pressed her fingers together. 

“Like, why did | get summoned here? I’ve got a lot of work!” Junko exclaimed in a valley 
girl accent. 

“Do you have the answer, Mister...?” Chiaki looks at Tsumugi inquisitively. 

Tsumugi smiled. “Mr. Brown. Yes. | have called you all here because | need all of your set 
of skills to be able to find a family heirloom.” The man explained they needed to visit some 
ancient ruins and recover an amulet, which had been lost by his grandfather. All of this was 
going well, but there was a surprise along the way. 

“Bandits! They want your gold!” Tsumugi said. Everybody rolled their initiative to see 
who went first. Junko ended up with that privilege. 

Junko rolled the 20-sided die, looked at her sheet, and looked at Tsumugi. “Does a total 
of 26 hit?” 

Tsumugi’s jaw dropped. “26?” 

Junko smirked. “My spear has a +7 to hit!” 

“A spear like that is definitely cheating!” Celeste fumed. 


“Alright, Marie, describe what happens.” 

“Marie notices the daggers in a split second; traps were common in the labyrinth below 
the palace where she grew up and practiced her skills. She dives for Ryouko’s feet, taking her 
down as the daggers whizz overhead.” Celeste elaborates. Junko looked surprised. 

“That absolutely works,” Tsumugi says, indicating that they should continue. 

“ANhy’d you bother saving me,’ Ryouko says.” 

“Marie would smirk. ‘I didn’t do it for you. You owe me a life debt. That's all.” Celeste 
smiled victoriously at Junko, who was fuming. 

“Guys, let's actually figure this puzzle out.” Chiaki cut in, and the two refocused on the 
puzzle at hand. It seemed like any of the wrong tiles triggered traps, but the right one opened 
the door. It took several tries and more lucky dodges, but finally they came up with the answer: 
‘mutineer’. Tsumugi allowed them to go on. 

They had played for hours by the time they finally entered the depths of the temple. 
“The amulet sits on a pedestal in the center of the room. A hole in the ceiling allows for sunlight 
to filter down on the amulet, causing it to sparkle and cast a red glow around the room. What 
do you guys want to do?” Tsumugi asked. 

“We can't just go up and grab it, can we?” Balthasar asks,” Mukuro said, looking at the 
others. 

Celeste shook her head vehemently. “Marie says, “No, it can't be that easy. All the times 
| have stolen anything like this, there's always a trap.’ She looks at Ryouko and Akira.” 

“Ryouko would be looking around, trying to find any sort of clue about the room.” Junko 
replied. 

“Try an Arcana or Perception check.” Tsumugi looked over her notes as Junko rolled. 

“That's a 19 on the Arcana check.” Junko tells her. 

“As an Artificer, you have a certain innate sense of magic. You tune into that feeling, and 
are drawn to the walls. Can Ryouko read Draconic?” When Junko nodded, Tsumugi continued, 
“Ryouko would see that the runes inscribed warn of disturbing the amulet. A diagram is next to 
the ruins which shows three concentric rings around the pedestal, with the second ring being 
thin and the first and third being thick.” 

“Hey, guys, it looks like the people who built this place left some traps. It looks like two 
rings of traps with one in the middle,” Ryouko tells them,” Junko said. 

“The lines in the floor match that description, for anybody who is checking,” Tsumugi 
added. 

“They look too thick for us to jump across safely,’ Balthasar notes.” Mukuro stroked her 
chin. 

Everybody threw out ideas, with none sounding good, until Chiaki cleared her throat. “* 
know what to do!’ The other characters would see her start to shrink, her skin turning white as 
she sprouts fur, her face lengthening, and her ears elongating. ‘Magical Miracle Girl Usami is on 
it!” Chiaki said the last part in a higher, squeakier voice. 

“Roll an Acrobatics check for me,” Tsumugi asked, smiling at Chiaki’s use of Wild Shape. 

“27!” she chirped in her squeaky voice. 

“That’s definitely high enough. Do you want to describe how this looks?” 

Chiaki’s eyes were steely with determination. “Usami would dash forward, and do a 
somersault in midair, twirling over the first ring. She lands perfectly on the second before 


“The statue tilts its head. ‘You? You certainly are intelligent, but where is your heart? 
What are your intentions?” 

“It’s not in the right place.’ Marie says,” Celeste responded. 

“Neither is your heart, young noblewoman. Truly, is there anybody pure of heart here?’ 
The statue looks around. It looks like you guys won’t make it in without somebody stepping 
up.” 

“T am pure of heart.’ Balthasar steps forward, looking straight at the statue’s face. 
‘Search my feelings.’ Balthasar kneels,” Mukuro said, her voice growing in confidence as she 
said her actions. 

“You... are pure of heart. And you say that the others can pass with you?’ the statue 
asks.” 

“Yes, | do believe that. We were sent on a noble quest to retrieve a lost item. We must 
recover it for the good of the person who sent us.’” 

“The statue puts his sword back into its original place. ‘Then pass, travelers. You are 
vouched for by the purest among you.’ The statue moves to the side with a grinding movement, 
leaving the door open,” Tsumugi narrates. 

“Mukuro! You did it!” Chiaki cheered. 

Mukuro blushed. “I-it was nothing.” 

The game continued on, with the experience lessening Celeste and Junko’s bickering. 
Even as they made their way through the temple, the two seemed to want to outdo each other 
at every turn, trying to solve puzzles quicker than the other. Junko was better at piecing the 
riddles together in her own head, but Celeste always got the right dice roll to figure it out or 
succeed. The others contributed occasionally, like when the puzzle was just two hungry lions 
guarding a room. Other than that, it was hard for Mukuro or Chiaki to get a word in edgewise. 
Tsumugi thought for a moment, then made some changes to her notes about the next room. 

“This room appears to be a room with various tiles. The tiles each have a different word 
on them. There’s a scrap of paper on the floor. It reads, ‘nfgrmvvi. The only way is forwards or 
maybe backwards!’ What do you do?” 

“Ah! It must be a cipher,” Chiaki exclaimed. 

Junko snorted. “‘That’s obvious. It definitely matches up with ‘nineteen’ over there. 
That's the tile we should press.’ Ryouko marches over and steps on—’” 

Celeste put her hand up. “Marie follows. ‘Wait, Ryouko. | don’t think that’s—’” 

“Whatever! Who's the brains here?’ Ryouko steps on the tile,” Junko says confidently 
to Tsumugi. 

Tsumugi smiled on the inside. “The tile depresses, but the door on the other side of the 
room doesn’t open. Instead, daggers fly out of slots in the walls.” 

“How close is Balthasar to Ryouko?” Mukuro asked. 

“Not close enough to block the daggers,” Tsumugi responded, shutting down that 
thought. “Make a dexterity check, Ryouko.” 

Junko rolled her dice. “That’s only a 7,” Junko said, biting her lip. 

Tsumugi shook her head. “That’s not successful—” 

“Could I try to tackle her out of the way?” Celeste interrupted. 

Tsumugi nodded. “I suppose so. Make an acrobatics check.” 
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leaping again, pirouetting in midair as she rockets towards the pedestal. She lands a foot on the 
pedestal and pushes off hard again, swiping the amulet. She lands beyond the third ring and 
beams with pride, before handing the amulet to Balthasar.” She finished this description with a 
small bow. 

“That was quite something!’ Balthasar puts the amulet in his pocket,” Mukuro 
responded. 

“Yep, yep! That's the power of love, love!” Chiaki said. 

“A grinding noise begins to be heard as the pedestal crumbles. Around you, small 
pebbles begin to fall, before larger chunks,” Tsumugi described. 

“Damn! | should have known the pedestal would have a failsafe like that! It’s what | 
would have done,’ Ryouko shouts.” Junko gesticulated wildly. ““We need to get out of here!” 

The four adventurers made their way out of the temple, dodging whizzing blades, 
hidden pits, and, above them all, falling bricks, as the whole temple collapsed around them. The 
players celebrated as they made their way back to Sackhaven. 

“So wait; he's gone? Only leaving a note telling us that he's passed on a gift to us?” 
Mukuro asked. 

Tsumugi smiled. “He’s disappeared. | guess that means we'll have to play again.” 

Junko slammed her fist on the table. “Why can't we continue now? We're all here.” 

Tsumugi laughed. “| would love to but...” She walked around the table and opened the 
blinds. The pink of the sunrise was just starting to stain the sky. “We've already been at it all 
night, and I'm sure you guys would like to get some beauty sleep.” 

With a lot of grumbling, Junko, Mukuro, and Celeste made their way to the futons that 
Chiaki had put in her room. Chiaki looked at Tsumugi and clasped her hands in excitement. 
“They loved it!” 

“Oh dear! | am so surprised!” Tsumugi said with a chuckle. “This was really amazing. | 
can't wait for all of us to play again.” With that, the two made their way back to Chiaki’s room 
to indulge in a little bit of sleep during this awesome sleepover. 
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food and take-out!” She was practically drooling before snapping out of it and pointing at the 
redhead. “This is the kind of stuff worth taking risks for.” 


As banter flew back and forth, the scrum debate went on - until they started to realize someone 
hadn't spoken. Focus gradually turned towards the one who could break the tie — their class 
representative, Chiaki. 


Despite everyone staring her way, she seemed rather calm, a finger pressed against her cheek 
as she pondered. After a moment's thought, she finally spoke. “Well... unless someone here has 
a reason they can't go... | don't see why not. It's only for the night... and who else can say 
they’ve stayed the night in a palace? | trust Sonia.” 


When even the head of their class was leaning towards it, there wasn’t much room left to 
resist. Ibuki and Akane let out a whoop, Sonia clapped her hands together, and even those who 
were reluctant started to just shrug and go with it. For the most part. 


Mahiru groaned, letting her head thump against the car window. Sometimes she hated being 
the voice of reason among their group. 


Most of the girls hadn’t been out of the country before, and it showed when they 0000 and 
aaa'd over the plane. Little did they know it wasn't exactly a normal flight experience — they 
had an entire deluxe jet to themselves. Sonia would’ve been fine with less, but there was no 
way her family was letting a princess fly about with nothing but the best... even if the girls had 
to tie Ibuki to her seat after she tried opening the exit mid flight. 


Once they’d landed, it was like they’d entered a whole new world, and not just because it was 
different from Japan. Novoselic held a charm unlike any other, European rustic and modernity 
combined. Horse-drawn carriages clopped alongside cars down cottage filled streets. Once 
more they went by limo, passing pet shops filled with strange creatures and video stores with 
an unusual penchant for anime. Above it all, a castle loomed over the city, its pristine white 
bricks still gleaming in the night. That was their destination. 


The main hall was breathtaking to the newcomers, wide and open, yet bare except for a large 
staircase and all the bag-toting students... and something even Sonia was surprised to see. 


A Night in Novoselic 


by Fox 


When Sonia had proposed a girl's sleepover after class Friday night, her classmates had been 
excited. After all, they were getting to spend the night at a princess” place! They’d be lying if 
they pretended they hadn't pondered where she stayed while studying at Hope’s Peak and if it 
was as remarkable as her castle back at home in Novoselic. Whether or not it was, they knew 
they were going to have a grand night. 


Sonia had indeed planned on having her driver take her around and pick everyone up to go to 
her place... but she hadn't been talking about her place in Japan. 


They were going to have a grander night than they expected. 


The first sign of that was when a limo came around to gather them all up, Sonia waiting inside 
as each girl clambered in with their sleeping bags. Once everyone was together, confusion 
turned to realization turned to baffled surprise when the car pulled up to an airport instead of a 
house. While the other girls pressed up against the window to look, Mahiru shot Sonia a 
nervous look. “Your driver just, ah, took a wrong turn, r-right?” 


“Hm?” Sonia glanced at her like her question was far more strange than what she herself was 
proposing. “No, this is the airport, correct? How else would we get to Novoselic?” 


Jaws dropped all around the vehicle. “Novoselic...? No way!” Hiyoko was the first to protest. 
“Are you out of your mind?! Or do you just not have one? No one just up and flies out of the 
country to hang out for a night!” 


She was also the only one who got to protest, though, because by the time Hiyoko finished 
speaking Ibuki realized this was freakin’ awesome. “But we can!” she pointed out, making their 
hostess smile with relief. “Come on! How often do people get to hop countries to party? That's 
like... rock star stuff! That's metal!” 


“That's besides the point,” Mahiru tried to counter. “What will we do if our parents check in? 
Just... say we left the city? This is ridiculous.” 


“We'll be back before your folks even realize,” Akane spoke up, her fists suddenly clenching. 
“Besides... imagine the kind of buffet they make for royals! It’d beat the heck out of some junk 


Well, it wasn't standard slumber party fare, but who were they to deny her country's culture? 
The room was soon filled with sparkly high-pitched tunes as the guests settled in. With 
everyone in their pajamas, it looked like the picture perfect sleepover despite the location. 


Yet, Mahiru noticed their hostess’ lips held taut as the show went on, her cheek in her hand and 
not looking nearly as invested as she’d been a moment ago. Quietly, she nudged her. “What's 
wrong?” 


Sonia glanced her way and back. “I know this hasn't been a typical sleepover,” she whispered, 
“But... | hope it was still enjoyable. | just wanted to host something a normal student would, but 
| fear | went over the top... and my staff's assistance made it hard to reel things in, even if | 
appreciate how much they care...” 


She’d been regal and poised all night, but it was clear the outside assistance had thrown her off 
and things hadn't exactly been ‘normal’ even when she was in charge. She’d just wanted them 
to have a good time... 


But they did. After a moment, Mahiru spoke again. “| know | wasn't for this... and it's still 
absolutely insane... but | had fun. Sure, it’s not your usual sleepover, but what's wrong with 
that?” 


“Yeah!” Nothing could get past Ibuki’s keen ears, let alone one of their friends doubting 
themselves. “Trust me, some of the best stuff is totally bizarre. And tonight's been insane!” She 
paused, then spun her fingers Sonia’s way. “In a good way. Thaaaat was a compliment. We 
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should do this, like, every weekend 


Mahiru grimaced. “I wouldn’t go that far...” 


Still, the rest of the girls had noticed their chatter by now. The show was briefly left forgotten 
as all the other guests piped up. Even the doubters from earlier offered support. 


Sonia finally smiled again, genuinely this time. Maybe the Novoselician Sleepover could be a 
thing after all. 


A row of butlers and maids awaited them. One of the servants bowed low, and while the rest 
followed suit, only they spoke. “Welcome home, your highness. Your parents informed us of 
your brief return. We thought to prepare a feast for you and your guests.” 


Sonia gave pause, finally smiling appreciatively — but from the furrow in her brow, it was clear 
this was an unexpected development. “Well... I've heard these sorts of things seem to call for 
pizza and popcorn and other assorted snacks... but | know you all make nothing but the best! 
Thank you for your assistance.” 


It might not have been traditional fare, but it was hard to turn down perfectly roasted chicken 
and fresh veggies along with buttered bread, lentil soup, and all sorts of other dishes. By the 
time they were done, the girls were all full and satisfied - particularly Akane, who demolished 
half the buffet herself and had to be helped out of the room when it was over. 


Sonia tried to usher them to the upper chambers, but a whinnying neigh stopped them. The 
servants were waiting by the front doors, cast open to show a row of horses awaiting them. 
They insisted they work off the meal with a brisk late night ride, and though her smile faltered 
again, the princess helped her guests learn the ropes. 


It wasn't until late in the night that the girls were finally left alone to retire to Sonia’s chambers. 
It was practically its own apartment, separated into a living area, bedroom, and bathroom. It all 
oozed regality - a silken queen-sized bed set off on its own, and lavish couches spread around a 
modern television. Full and content after their meal and ride, the girls settled in for perhaps the 
first (and final) proper sleepover activity of the night: Watching a movie. 


It was ironic how this was the first time the princess felt like she had a say since they’d arrived. 
“Ooooh, how about one of my personal favorites...” She held up a case showing a gleaming 
knife looming over an unsuspecting suburban house. “Babysitter Bloodbath!” 


Silence. “... Um... c-could we perhaps pick something a bit less... messy?” Mikan mumbled, 
fingers tapping together. 


“Oh! Hmmmm...” She swapped it out for a super sparkly case displaying a blond magical girl 
with a tiara. “| also have the entire collection of Sun Witch +} Esper Ito! The anime is simply a 
delight, beloved all over Novoselic. | insist | share it with you all!” 


Some voices trickled in, and he heard Aoi give her three friends big hugs before welcoming 
them inside. Quietly, he walked over to the door and pressed an ear up against it, desperately 
trying to hear anything he could to see if they minded him being there or not. 


Though he berated himself for the evasiveness, he figured it was just curiosity that needed to 
be satiated. Still, a few seconds later, footsteps bounded up to the opposite side of the wood, 
and a loud knocking almost sent him back a few feet. “Hey... I’m sorry you couldn't find 
anywhere to go! Would you like to join us, Yuta!?” 


Heart elated, thumping as fast as his feet could run, a grin shot across his face and he couldn’t 
help himself from bouncing up and down in place. If he’s invited then Aoi and her company 
would want him there, right? 


He slowly opened his door, peeking out of it slowly and cautiously, and was greeted by his 
beloved sister’s giant grin. “They’ve been wanting to meet you for a while, c’mon, c’mon!” She 
snatched his wrist and pulled him to her room, throwing him happily inside to the metaphorical 
dogs - and looked up to see three smiling faces back at him. 


The only one he recognized immediately was Sakura with her large, unmissable stature and the 
status as ‘The Ultimate BFF.’ She was always extremely kind to him and even gave him some 
incredible pointers on some stretches he could do for his legs. There wasn’t a single thing about 
her that he disliked, and having her here was a wonderful blessing, though expected. 


The other two, however, he knew based on their mini introductions earlier, but had never met 
them before. The taller person had short, messy brown hair with an antenna and piped up 
saying, “Oh! Hi there Yuta! I’m Makoto Naegi! The Ultimate Lucky Student - I’m a really good 
friend of your sister’s! And this is-” He gestured to the last person who was smaller and 
feminine with dirty blond hair. Upon being referenced, they gave a shy wave and a curtsy. 
“U-Um, hello! I’m Chihiro Fujisaki! Aoi talks so much about you, it feels like | already know you.” 
They chuckled softly, getting a little more comfortable as they kept talking. “I’m the Ultimate 
Programmer! It's nice to finally meet you for real!” 


Yes, yes, he’d definitely heard so much about them before, and he felt himself vibrating in 
excitement as he ran over to wildly shake both of their hands, starting with Makoto and ending 
with Chihiro. He still hadn't let go as he chirped, “Mhm, mhm! It's nice to meet you both too! 
Likewise - Aoi never stops talking about you all! I’m glad you make her so happy! If you didn’t, 
I’d run right over there and give you all a stern talking to! Ahaha! So, so, what did she say we 
were going to do tonight?” He finally released Chihiro's poor hand and sat down next to them, 
sitting up tall and proud, not realizing just how excited he was for this until he was here. 


Walking over and patting him on the head, she cooed, “Well, we were probably just gonna do 
each other's makeup and nails while we talked... but | don't wanna bore you-” 


Join us, Yuta! 
by Psychiccupid 


“Hey, Yu? | wanted to invite some of my friends over tonight. Is that ok?” The swimmer 
bounced up and down excitedly as she asked. Despite the fact they both knew that she’d 
already invited her friends (and that Yuta wasn't going to say no), she still made sure to run it 
by him - for better or for worse. 


He pondered being sarcastic for a moment, tauntingly 'hmm’ing as he tilted his head back and 
forth, but ultimately decided against it. “Of course! Which friends?” 


After asking, a light little giggle rose from his throat as a sudden nervousness took over, making 
every inch of his body want to go for a run. Thoughts started to overwhelm him, making him 
gulp once almost painfully. Were any of his friends available tonight at such short notice? 
Would he be making her uncomfortable if he stayed home? In the past, she had always given 
him a week’s notice before having anyone over so why- 


“Sakura! You’ve heard of her before. She’s my best friend, remember? The martial artist! But 
tonight | also have Chihiro, the short, cute programmer, and Makoto, the lucky one!” She 
rattled them off one by one like he knew them (he did, in a way, with how much she talked 
about them) but it did nothing to stifle his anxieties. 


Slowly, he nodded his head up and down as a response, and was rewarded with his sister doing 
a small happy jig. It did calm him down a bit, but he still brought out his phone to message 
absolutely everyone in his contacts for availability while she talked about her ideas for the party 
that popped into her head. Yet, no one seemed to be free. 


Even after she was done setting up and he had gone for a rejuvenating run, he still didn’t have a 
place for the night. An uneasy feeling pool in his gut as he contemplated how to break the news 
to her. Truly, he just wanted to make sure Aoi had the best time possible, which would be best 
achieved if he were out of her hair, right? Just because they get along famously didn’t mean 
that he’d like her friends or vice versa. 


So, in a fit of frustration and passion, he decided to change his room into a Yuta-haven gaming 
lounge for the evening. Surprisingly, it only took him five minutes before he beamed proudly at 
the well-loved bean bag chair with a small hoard of food next to it sitting in front of a decently 
sized television. Oh yeah! Super Smash Bros Ultimate Online was not ready for his Sonic main to 
be unleashed! 


The doorbell ringing jolted him out of a stupor, and he realized that he hadn’t moved a single 
inch since he completed his space twenty or so minutes ago. All of his nerves spiked in his 
system, realizing the only thought going through his head was how he’d really like to meet his 
sister’s friends, but he channeled that down, deep down. This was her time and he was 
absolutely adamant that he would NOT be disturbing her fun. 


He even got the chance to try applying some himself as the programmer handed him a brush to 
decorate Makoto, and beamed under their praise at his success. 


This went on for a while longer and he truly couldn’t have been more entertained and 
welcomed. When both sets were done, the dolled-up duo gushed about their transformations 
to the other, looking in the mirror and having the time of their lives. Then, Aoi patted the seat 
Sakura had just been in and planted Yuta down in it to start on him. 


There were definitely nerves spiking up, but he trusted her with his whole heart and relaxed as 
she got started, enjoying the way she was paying attention intently to make sure it looked 
good. “I’m not gonna do anything crazy, okay, Yu? I’m just doing a touch up!” 


In no time at all, he started to enjoy the feeling, letting his sister paint him however she 
pleased. The other three must've noticed him relax, because they came over to watch her work 
shortly after. 


He must've started looking anxious at the amount of people because right then, Makoto began 
making casual conversation. “So how are things going two years below ours? Do you think 
you'll get a letter to Hope’s Peak soon?” 


“Oh yeah, oh yeah! You'd be the Ultimate Runner, right!?” Chihiro said with sparkling eyes, 
clasping their hands together. 


Sakura nodded enthusiastically. “Mhm, or the Ultimate Sprinter.” 


It was... both nice and overwhelming to have such high expectations thrown upon him so 
suddenly. However, he still felt passionate about making them come true, confessing, “I'd be 
perfectly happy with either! | just really want to go to Hope’s Peak,” before realizing what he 
had said. Of course, it wasn't like it was a super secret, but it still wasn't really something he 
shared openly with his friends. 


“Of course you do! | won't stop talking about it since | started going!” Aoi’s voice cut through 
his thoughts. “You're gonna make so many friends there, and we’ll be there to support you one 
hundred percent, you know that!” A light little tap of a brush tickled his nose, and he couldn't 
help but giggle at the feeling. 


“Yeah, | really do know that. Thank you, sis.” He really meant it at that moment too. 


Honestly, even after only a couple of hours of talking and makeup-ing, he was having the time 
of his life. “Stuff two years down from you is going okay! I’m doing well in school so that my 
grades are good enough for Hope’s Peak! | gotta be extra careful because I'm distracted by 
running sometimes.” The words seemed to flow out of him now even as Aoi kept interrupting 
him to tell him to sit still as needed. “Sometimes, | get worried that | won't make it or that my 


“That sounds so fun!” Yuta clapped happily, and he meant it, never experimenting with makeup 
before. Besides, if Makoto was here and interested, then he felt much more comfortable doing 
it with another boy around. 


His sister bounced with the same energy he had earlier, absolutely elated at his response, 
“Perfect! Okay, the donuts are almost here - | ordered everyone”s favorite plus an extra one for 
myself! Now we all just need to change into our pajamas! Sakura you can stay here - Makoto, 
you and Yuta can get changed in his room if that's okay? And Chihiro, you can take the hall 
bathroom - BREAK!” The cheering was infectious, and she practically shoved them all out of her 
room with the brightest smile. 


Once back in his own room, the runner couldn't help giggling to himself, delighted at the crazy 
turn of events he’d just experienced. There wasn't a second wasted as he bolted over to his 
drawers and picked out some athletic shorts and a halter top for maximum comfort. When he 
was done in record time, he sat on his bed as he waited for Makoto. 


“You seem like you're having a great time! I’m glad!” The luckster called out to him as he 
completed buttoning up his dark-blue pajama top. “Aoi was really nervous that you would feel 
left out... but don't tell her | said that!” There was a short moment where Makoto looked 
embarrassed, not meaning to let that slip, but still found a way to smile at him. It was 
wonderfully reassuring, and Yuta found himself feeling comfortable around this essential 
stranger already. 


He flopped back into his bed with a chuckle, cooing, “She worries too much! But thank you for 
telling me. I’m glad she cares about me.” 


With that, Makoto hummed and reached a hand out to show he was ready to go back and 
happily dragged Yuta down the hall to Aoi’s room again, finding the three already sitting there 
getting started. 


“Oh perfect, perfect! Yuta, do you want to go first?” His sister looked at him with wide, over- 
excited eyes, and he felt warm with the amount of affection he had for his sibling right now. 


Walking over to sit on her bed this time, he curled his legs in a criss-cross position. “I think I'll 
just watch the first time to get the idea. Wanna know what to expect! Is that okay?” 


Sakura was already getting a layer of foundation applied to her face by the swimmer, and 
hummed in tranquility at the massage while Chihiro nodded in Yuta’s direction. They then pat 
the second chair for Makoto before putting a sweatband on him to get the hair out of his face. 


Throughout the whole process, Aoi and Chihiro told the youngest member what they were 
doing as Sakura and Makoto continued getting pampered, and he was amazed. Fairly quickly, 
he got up and started watching more intimately, nodding and asking questions along the way. 


friends now won't be my friends forever. But... then | have moments like these where | feel like 
it's going to be okay no matter what! And I get so excited | just have to do ten laps around the-” 


“Not right now you aren't!” The stern snap of his sister cut him off. “It’s almost one in the 
morning and the neighbors will complain about your thumping again!” In a fit of defiance, she 
tilted his head to apply some lipstick that would highlight his features well, making sure he 
couldn't argue for just a little bit. 


This made the rest of the group laugh until the programmer shifted to holding the bottom of 
their silk nightgown button-up shirt. “T-That’s totally reasonable... even though it's been 
months since school started, it’s still hard knowing that I’ve met people who like me for who | 
am... and that | trusted them enough.” They got quiet, making Yuta concerned, but no one in 
the room seemed worried about this change and he released a small, relieved sigh. 


“| feel the exact same way,” Sakura crossed her arms and stood proud. “I knew | could rely on 
my family, but it was so nice to gain peers my age who | could relate to and talk to. And I’m glad 
you put your faith in me.” With an outstretched hand, she ruffled Chihiro’s hair, smiling happily 
at the small pout they gave in return. 


The two then turned to Makoto expectantly, and he looked at them confused before going, 
“Oh! Yes! One hundred percent,” and he laughed at how little he’d said. 


With that, the swimmer leaned back and showed her brother his reflection in a mirror. He was 
stunning. Nothing too extreme, as she had said, but his face had highlights and shadows that it 
didn't before, and his lips looked especially nice as he flexed and relaxed them over and over. 
“Thank you. All of you. I’m really happy you invited me...” 


He didn't mean to let that slip. Usually only Aoi got to hear him be sentimental to this level, but 
the warm smiles and kind aura that surrounded him made it all okay. 


Standing up from her stool, his sister got close, and put her head against his. They really were 
so close, and he loved her so much. He couldn't help but be emotional at her next words as she 


and the other three brought him into a group hug. 


“I’m really happy you said yes!” 
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should be here soon. l'Il show you guys to the basement, and you can get comfortable down 
there while | wait up here for them, okay?” 


More alone time with Angie... Tenko suppresses a groan. But Tenko shouldn’t make problems 
for Akamatsu-san when she’s being so nice and hosting everyone. Nodding, Tenko straightens 
and taps one of her slippered feet against the hardwood. 


Angie claps excitedly, squealing a little. “How divine! Angie is so excited for the quality time 
with everyone, yes, yes!” 


No mention of God, huh? Tenko narrows her eyes at Angie but lets Kaede lead them down to 
the basement. 


Kaede’s basement is larger than any basement Tenko has ever been in before. A shoji separates 
the basement into two separate rooms. One ofthe rooms is a kitchen with a pale yellow tiled 
floor, a fridge, a stove, a sink, and several cabinets, and the other room is a sitting room 
furnished with fluffy looking couches overflowing with pillows, blankets, and other sleeping 
necessities. Allthe couches are positioned facing a large television screen, and there’s a space 
cleared on the floor in front of the TV, where they'll sleep. 


Tenko seats herself lightly at the edge of the couch. Angie plops down right next to her, almost 
uncomfortably close and warm, and kicks her legs against the couch. Kaede makes sure they’re 
comfortable before she leaves, her slippered feet making soft padding noises as she ascends 
the stairs. 


While they wait for Kaede to come back, Angie rifles through her backpack and pulls out a large 
sketchpad. Humming, she starts to draw, her head tilted to the side. Tenko refrains from 
peering at her handiwork, staring off at a far wall, though she can’t help but be the slightest bit 
curious about what Angie’s doing. 


“Didn’t Angie-san say she can only draw when she’s alone?” Tenko asks. 


Angie doesn’t so much as blink, her usual smile broadening as she studies the sketchpad. “Yup, 
yup, yup! But Angie’s drawing right now, not God.” Her eyes dart up to Tenko. “Besides, God 
feels more comfortable speaking through Angie around a girl who is so purehearted and true as 
Tenko!” 


That's... a compliment, Tenko thinks, but... Tenko presses her lips together, averting her gaze 
while she mulls it over. Tenko always feels this way around Angie-san. Doesn’t she ever say 
what she’s really feeling, rather than what her God thinks? It would be rude to tell her that her 
beliefs are wrong, though. And Tenko should always say thanks for compliments. 


“Uh, thank you, Angie-san,” Tenko says. 


Say what you feel 


by ToxicPineapple 


Tenko steps onto the porch and sucks in a breath. After triple checking to make sure she’s at 
the right house, because she’s never been here before and she doesn’t want to bother 
anybody, she lifts a hand to ring the bell. Before Tenko can press the buzzer, a small form slams 
into her side and mashes the doorbell repeatedly. The smell of papaya conditioner wafts 
through the air. 


“A-Angie-san,” Tenko stammers. She swallows back the urge to scowl at the sight of the artist, 
who had come up behind her. “Uh- hi.” Tenko thinly smiles because Angie is a girl. 


If Angie notices, she doesn’t care; her eyes are sparkling when she turns. “Tenko! Hello!” Angie 
leans in and wraps her arms around Tenko’s shoulders, and that fruity smell only gets stronger 
before Angie pulls away. “It’s a delight to see you! Angie is so very excited for the opportunity 
to teach her beloved friends about God!” 


Tenko’s nose wrinkles, and she lifts a hand to her temple. “Angie-san isn’t really going to spend 
the whole night talking about her God, is she? Tenko isn’t sure that Akamatsu-san would—” 


Before she can finish, the door opens, revealing Kaede. Her blonde hair is tied out of her face 
with a pink ribbon, and is already clad in a matching set of silky purple pajamas. She looks very 
pretty as always- as all the girls in their class are- and upon seeing her Tenko feels her face 
relaxing into a smile. “Oh, Chabashira-san, you’re here too! Hi! | thought it was going to be 
Angie-san based on the way you rang the doorbell.” 


With the reminder, that sour taste in Tenko’s mouth returns, but when Kaede giggles, she 
swallows it back. /t’s good that Akamatsu-san isn’t upset, even if Tenko still thinks Angie-san 
was being super rude. 


“Come on in,” Kaede continues, moving back. “We’re gonna sleep down in the basement, okay? 
There’s a kitchen down there, so we won’t need to come up for anything. My dads are gonna 
be staying up in their offices all night and | doubt my sister will come to hang out, so it’ll just be 
us five!” 


“Tenko doesn’t know how Akamatsu-san manages to survive living with two degenerates,” 
Tenko huffs, as she steps through the door. “It’s good they’re able to be together... and have 
Akamatsu-san and her sister as kids! But still, Tenko doesn’t think she could.” She shakes her 
head quickly. 


Laughing again, Kaede closes and locks the door behind Angie. “They’re not so bad.” She points 
out a spot for Tenko and Angie to put their shoes, and as the two of them change into slippers, 
she continues speaking. “You two are the first people here, but Yumeno-san and Iruma-san 


“What, like the hand reflexes game?” Miu snorts. “You really are a pathetic virgin, huh? How 
about we do spin the bottle!” She grins. “It'Il be the best chance you losers will get to kiss a 
babe like me!” 


Angie chirps, “Ah, how about two truths and a lie, hmmm?” 
“Tenko has never heard of that one before,” Tenko admits, scratching her ear. 
“It is God’s favourite game! Let Angie explain to you on his behalf, all right?” 


Tenko isn’t sure how a god can have a favourite game- and much less how Angie knows what it 
is without having to ask, but the rules are simple in application, and it turns out to be a useful 
game for learning about her friends. Kaede admits that she didn’t lose her first tooth until she 
was eight, and Himiko mumbles that sometimes she imagines herself as a wolf. When Miu’s 
turn comes and she grins, Tenko thinks, Tenko isn’t sure if she trusts the look in Iruma-san’s eye 
right now. 

“Night, a'ight, pipe down, fuckheads!” 
too much for you to handle.” 


Miu waves a hand. “Here’s mine: I’m sexy, a genius, and 


Kaede’s brows knit together. “Where’s the lie?” 

“Damn straight!” 

“Did you just tell three lies?” Himiko asks. 

“Th-They’re not lies! It's the truth...” Miu shrinks back, her lower lip wobbling. 


Himiko squints. “I’m going to curse your toes to curl together eternally.” Miu covers her face 
with both hands, squealing loudly. “What a pain.” 


After they finish two truths and a lie, they move on to twenty questions. Kaede keeps them all 
on the edges of their seats until Angie jumps up and guesses her subject was Shuichi. Nodding, 


Kaede smiles, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. 


The audacity of that degenerate to infiltrate the sleepover... Tenko is going to flip him on 
Monday. 


Angie makes a great show of tilting her head to the side and tapping her chin, before lighting 
up. “All right, all right! Angie has her subject!” 


“Is it Angie’s God?” 


“No, thank God!” 
Tenko presses her lips together. “Thanks... to Angie-san’s God.” 


Angie nods, beaming. Neither of them say anything else for a while, and then the door above 
them opens. The sound of Miu’s loud laughter echoes from upstairs. At the sound of Himiko 
telling Miu to shut up, Tenko perks up, jumping to her feet and peers up the stairs. “Yumeno- 
san, Iruma-san! Hello!” 


Kaede, Miu, and Himiko stand at the top of the stairs. At the front of the group, Himiko gives a 
sleepy little head tilt. After she descends the stairs, Tenko scoops Himiko up and swings her 
around. “Hi,” Himiko says, still in Tenko’s arms. 


Tenko grins before putting Himiko back down on the floor. They’ve become better friends since 
their first year, but the feeling of being able to lift Himiko without her squirming free is still 
unfamiliar to her. Tenko’s glad that we’re friends, though. Yumeno-san is so much better at 
expressing herself now! And Tenko hopes she’s doing her part too... she would never want to 
make Yumeno-san uncomfortable like she did back in the first year. 


... Especially when she’s never been appreciated this way before. 

Kaede and Miu come down the stairs. Miu gives Tenko a lopsided grin. “What's up, Chaba-shit- 
ra?” she greets, a boisterous smile on her face. Tenko puffs out her cheeks a little at the 
nickname, but lifts a hand to wave at Miu regardless. 

“l'm going to get some snacks that we can eat while playing some party games,” Kaede says. 
When she speaks, Tenko shoots her a smile. “You guys get comfortable! You can sleep 
wherever you want, okay?” She heads into the kitchen. 

Sighing, Tenko resumes her earlier spot on the couch. Himiko lays against Angie’s arm on the 
other side, idly staring at the sketch pad. Angie shifts to give her a better view. Miu flops down 
on the floor, and Kaede soon returns with a bowl full of snacks with a broad smile on her face. 
“What do you guys want to do first?” Kaede passes her bowl over to Miu, who digs out a candy 
bar and tears into it, the plastic crinkling between her fingers. “We could watch a movie or 
paint each other’s nails?” 

“Y'all got any tea to spill?” Miu asks, her voice muffled by a mouthful of chocolate . 


Himiko glares at her. “Gossip is such a pain...” 


“Maybe a game?” Kaede suggests. “Like, | dunno, Concentration?” 


“Hey, Angie-san, um, can Tenko ask you truth or dare?” Tenko asks, surprising herself. Before 
she can even begin to read into it, though, Angie lights up, and nods excitedly. 


“Yup yup! Angie picks truth, okay?” 


Hmmmmm. Tenko should probably pick something fun and silly, she muses, like what 
Akamatsu-san asked Yumeno-san, about her guilty pleasure movie. Tenko stares at Angie for a 
moment, though, her lips pressed together in a thin line. Tenko can’t help but wonder, though, 
even if it is a mood-killer... 


“Why does Angie-san... always tell people what God thinks, instead of what she thinks?” 


The smile on Angie’s face shrinks slightly, though it doesn’t disappear entirely, her gaze turning 
slightly inquisitive. “Hmmmm? What does Tenko mean?” 


Tenko can feel Kaede, Himiko, and Miu’s eyes on her, and she swallows, looking down at the 
carpet for a minute, trying not to pick at any threads so she doesn’t do damage to Kaede’s 
house. Eventually, she looks back up. “When Tenko talks to Angie-san... sometimes it feels like 
Angie-san doesn't have any opinions of her own, y'know? It feels more like Angie-san is just... 
existing to let someone else speak through her. Not that it’s bad that Angie-san’s God talks to 
her, Tenko just... wonders.” 


“Huh,” Angie touches her cheek with a finger. “Tenko is a very thoughtful girl, yes? But God is 
sleeping right now, so He cannot answer that question!” She smiles. “Come back later!” 


“Hey, Angie,” Miu huffs, “you gotta answer, it’s truth or dare, you're not supposed to—” 
“Miu, truth or dare!” Angie chirps. 


“M-Me? Well, dare, of course,” Miu says, seeming almost bashful about having been picked. 
Tenko frowns, but polices her expression into something more neutral and turns her head 
away. Mmmmm. Tenko should’ve expected Angie not to give a real answer. Tenko just wanted... 


Well, it doesn't matter. 


After they finish playing games, they brush their teeth and change into their pajamas and 
huddle back around the television, where Kaede puts on a movie before crawling into her 
sleeping bag. The main character is a girl named Sophie who works at a hat shop, who then gets 
turned into an old lady. She meets a degenerate who she seems to like a lot, but the 
degenerate is decently pretty, Tenko supposes, so she'll forgive his existence. 


Himiko falls asleep first, with all the pretty music and slow, colourful scenes, and Tenko 
carefully maneuvers her so that she’s lying on her back, tucking blankets and pillows around her 
before she gets back into her seat. Miu conks out next, despite boasting earlier in the night that 


Momentarily quiet, Angie blinks at Tenko, smile stuck to her face. Her expression becomes wry, 
however, her pale blue eyes twinkling. “Correct! Tenko is smart, yes?” 


Tenko mumbles thanks. What is with this girl? Why is her God all she talks about? Tenko really 
doesn’t want to be mean to her, but it’s like she never goes two feet without him! Tenko 
understands that it’s important, but everything she says is because of God. Everything she does 
is because of God. Doesn’t she have any opinions? Doesn’t it get tiring to live this way? 


After twenty questions, they move into truth or dare, and Himiko sits herself up a little when it 
falls to her to ask. 


“Mmmmm... Tenko, truth or dare.” 


Oh! Tenko’s not used to getting asked so early. “Um... Tenko picks dare! If that’s okay? Should 
she pick truth?” 


Himiko giggles and shakes her head. “Dare’s more fun. | dare you... to wear your hair down the 
rest of the game.” 


“Ah, okay!” Tenko nods, reaching up to untie her hair bows. 


“Oh, I’ve never seen Chabashira-san with her hair down before!” Kaede remarks, eyes going 
wide. “You have such long, pretty hair! You should let me braid it later, okay?” 


As usual, Tenko becomes slightly embarrassed by the compliment, but she nods. “O-Okay! 
Tenko is fine with that.” She finishes undoing the ribbons and lets them fall to the floor, shaking 
out her hair. Miu eyes her for a moment. 


“Yo, Chabashira, you mind if | touch your hair?” When Tenko gives the okay, Miu reaches over 
and runs her fingers through it with a surprising amount of gentleness to her touch. “Damn, you 
take good care of this. I’m impressed, since it seems like all you know how to do sometimes is 
hate men.” She cackles. Tenko huffs, reaching over to give Miu a lighthearted shove. 


“Not true! Tenko also knows how to fight men!” Miu laughs harder, and Tenko feels her 
expression splitting into a broad grin. /ruma-san is so... cool, and smart, and pretty. Tenko is so 
glad to be friends with her, even she seemed so brash at first. Miu is still brash, of course, but 
Tenko likes that about her. /ruma-san’s honesty is refreshing. 


Tenko turns away from Miu and glances over at Angie, who is looking at Tenko and Miu with a 
weird look on her face. When Tenko tilts her head, Angie’s smile becomes super wide, but it 


doesn’t quite meet her eyes. 


...Huh. 


“Buuuut, of course, Angie and Tenko are already the best of friends, aren’t they?” Angie beams, 
her eyes opening again, smile broad and sparkly and genuine. “So there’s no need to worry, 
nope, none at all! Angie and God are one and the same, and-” 


Tenko grabs one of Angie’s hands and takes the other girl by the shoulders, dragging her into a 
tight hug. Angie gasps, but reciprocates, though her hand rests between Tenko’s shoulder 
blades with a certain degree of uncertainty. 


“Tenko—” 


“That’s right, we’re friends. Tenko is friends with all girls, but especially Angie-san, okay? So...” 
Tenko pulls back, looking at Angie’s face for a moment. “Angie-san can say what she feels 
whenever she feels it, and she doesn't have to tell Tenko it’s God. Tenko will still- FII still want 
to be around you. Without a doubt.” 


There’s a brief moment where Angie isn’t smiling at all, her eyes wide and stunned, her lips 
slightly parted, but then she smiles, more lopsided than Tenko’s ever seen her smile before, 
and nods, clasping Tenko’s hand in both of hers. “Thanks, Tenko,” she says, very quietly, and as 
the ending credits begin on the television before them, Angie leans forward to take Tenko into 
another embrace. 


she was going to stay up until four in the morning, and then eventually Kaede checks out too, 
slumped over against Miu’s arm. 


As they watch Howl (the degenerate) try to stop bombs from falling on screen, Tenko realises 
that she and Angie are the only ones awake. 


When Tenko looks over towards Angie, she finds that the other girl’s gaze was already affixed 
to her face, making eye contact. Angie doesn’t seem to be embarrassed to have been caught, 
though, her eyes not even twitching in their spot, and Tenko looks between Angie and the 
screen a few times before she eventually looks back at the artist. 


“Does Tenko want Angie to answer her question now?” Angie asks, very, very quietly. There’s 
still a smile on her face- there’s always a smile on her face- but her voice is almost... subdued. 


“If it'd make Angie-san uncomfortable, Tenko doesn’t want—” Tenko begins. 


“Angie... thinks it’s easier, to talk through God,” she admits, turning to look up at the ceiling. 
“Back home, on my island, people only talk to Angie when they need something. When they 
need to pray, when they want to ask God for advice. And it’s nice, ‘cause Angie likes feeling 
needed! But God isn’t always around, y’know? And sometimes Angie has to give advice, instead 
of God, and people never know, so they thank God anyways.” 


Tenko stares at Angie while she speaks, but Angie doesn’t meet her eyes, delicate fingers 
drumming against one of her knees. 


“People take Angie seriously when she has God with her. People want to be with Angie when 
she has God with her. And Angie doesn’t wanna be alone even when God’s asleep. So Angie 
says what God thinks, and since what God thinks is what Angie thinks, surely it’s the other way 
around, right?” Her smile becomes oddly wobbly. “So Angie can say what she thinks but give it 
to God, anyways.” 


“Angie-san...” Tenko trails off for a moment, trying to process everything that she just heard. 
She swallows, and looks away for a moment, watching Sophie walk through a thick, inky black 
darkness, tears streaming down her face. 


Mmmmm. 


“Tenko wants to know what Angie-san thinks,” Tenko offers. “And... I'd like it if Angie-san said 
what she thinks when she thinks it, instead of saying it’s God.” 


Angie looks at Tenko, and then she smiles. “I know,” she says, simply, her eyes closing. “It’s why 
| want so badly to be friends with you.” 


“Angie-san...” 
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